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IN'rRODUCTION

The intent of this paper is to investigate the meaning of Paul's
claim that all men of the New Aeon now form one body--the Body of Christ.
In Corinthians l Paul says, "Now you·are Christ's body, and each of you
a limb or organ of it." (12:27)

Throughout the letter he stresses the

need for union around the person of Christ.

The imagery he uses makes

it necessary to think of union with the body of Christ as entailing much
more than simple identification with a particular ideology.

This paper

will be concerned with determining the precise nature of our incorporation into Christ.
The approach taken will be to study the sources of the meaning
and use of the term "body" which have affected Paul's use of the word.
From this, a formulation of Paul's theology concerning the Body of
Christ will be attempted.

Finally, we will look into the situation Paul

experienced at Corinth to determine precisely what he was trying to say
to the Corinthians about their disunity and how it related to their membership in Christ.

1

l.

ORIGINS OF PAULINE THOUGHT

It is generally agreed that there were three principal influences
on Paul's concept of "body."

These include Paul's background in Hebrew

history and tradition; his exposure to the Greek ways of thinking of his
time; and the profound effect of his own conversion experience on the way
to Tarsus.
Paul undoubtedly drew a great deal from his training in the Hebrew
tradition.

Gllnther Bornkamm describes Paul as a "Hebrew of Hebrews. " 1

He was brought up by strict Jewish parents and became so absorbed in the
tradition that he later became a Pharisee.

The Pharisee epitomized the

perfect following of the Hebrew tradition, adhering meticulously to the
Torah--the guide to life for the genuine Jew.
The starting point for our study of the meaning of "body" must
therefore be the Old Testament.
concept of solidarity. 2

The Hebrew thought of objects and groups in terms

of their common qualities.
unity.

The key to Old Testament thinking 'Ls the

The person was correspondingly viewed as a

There was no separation between flesh and spirit as we are accus-

tamed to making.
literally

One term, "basar, 11 incorporated this idea.

translate~

"flesh."

"~.~:£ 11

Yet, since the Hebrew saw no distinction

between the person's physical make-up and his total person, he viewed
1Gunther Bornkamm, Paul, trans. by D.M.G. Stalker (New York:
Harper and Row, 1971) , p. l-2-.-

(London:

2John A. T. Robinson, The Body:
SCM Press, 1952), pp. 8-9.
2

A Study in Pauline

Theol~

3
flesh as being fully what the person was.
lated "person."

Therefore "basar" also trans-

As Wheeler Robinson noted, "The Hebrew idea of personality

is an animated body, and not an incarcerated soul." 3

John A. T. Robinson

put it perhaps even better, saying that, to the Hebrew, man does not have a
body; man j,~ a body.

The body is the soul in its outward form. 4

The solidarity of the body goes still deeper.

To the Hebrew,

there is no distinction between the body as a whole and its individual
parts.

Since every part of the body was necessary to the normal function-

ing of the whole body, any individual part could be used to refer to the
entire body.
This notion of solidarity was operative on every level of life.
Just as the component parts of the body formed the one body, the component
parts of mankind, that is, all men, formed a union of mankind.

The fact

that they were all composed of flesh and had other like qualities put them
into the same category.

The Hebrew way of classifying things was to group

them in terms of what they had in common.

This was in contrast to the

Greek view which was more inclined to separate and distinguish.
ference is primarily one of attitude.

'rhe dif-

Whereas the Greek mind saw man's

body as that which distinguished him from all other men and all other creattires, the Hebrew saw man's body as that which gave -him a sense of inclusion
with all of creation, especially with other men.

This is more easily under-

stood if we try to see man the way the Hebrew did, that is, as over against
God rather than over against each other.

If we look at men in relation to

3wheeler Robinson, "Hebrew Psychology," The People and the Book,
ed. A. S. Peake (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1925), p. 362.
4John A. T. Robinson, The Bod:y:, p. 14.
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other men we find many traits that distinguish them from each other.

One

man is short in stature, has a dark complexion, and is gruff in manner,
while another is tall, lightly complected, and more gentle.
to each other they appear quite distinguishable.

In contrast

If, on the other hand,

we contrast them with God who is totally uncomparable to man, these minor
distinctions fade into the background and the traits that become prominent are those which are shared.

All men have flesh; all are animate

creatures; all have a sense of emotion; etc.

If we carry this analysis

one step further, we find that, as contrasted to God, we have a great deal
in common with all of creation.
type of existence.

The entire universe shares a much similar

All are bound by the same laws of physics; rain falls

on all of creation; fire is able to consume inanimate objects as well as
people.

So we find in creation a great sense of solidarity.

John A. T.

Robinson summed the concept up well,
The flesh-body was not what partitioned a man off from his
neighbor; it was rather what bound him in the bundle of life
with all men and nature, so that he could never make his unique answer to God as an isolated individual, apart from his
relation to his neighbor.5
This type of solidarity with groups existed in varying degrees of
intensity.
pared.

'fhe key, again, is the person or group to which one was com-

On the small scale the family grouping was significant, the indi-

vidual members of one 1 s own family being joined together as a unit in contrast with those of all other families.

Each family member shared in the

glory or shame of each other member of the unit.

In contrast to another

nation, the nation served as the source of solidarity.

5.!,!>ii.

, p. 15 .

This is clearly

5

evidenced in the way the Hebrews felt very strongly solidified as God's
people.
brew.

Circumcision was a very definite mark of inclusion for the HeThrough being circumcised one became a sharer in all the blessings

given to the nation of God's people.
Along with this notion of solidarity emerges what H. Wheeler
Robinson has termed the idea of "corporate personality."

The members

of a given group (the family, nation, etc.) share so intimately among
themselves that their individual personalities become absorbed into the
group and they become one distinct personality as a group.
the group can be singled out.

No member of

The group acts and is treated as one indi-

vidual. 6
Russell Phillip Shedd notes that the notion of corporate personality involved two basic elements:
1)

2)

a body that is authorized to act as an individual,
an artificial person (authorized) and having the capacity
of perpetual succession.7

Shedd goes on to say,
Thus the application of the term to a group means that a
nation or family, including its past, present, and future
members, might function as a single individual through any
one of those members conceived of as representative of it. 8
Later Shedd comments on the existence of this concept in Hebrew life by
saying,
It is a striking recognition of the fact that the individual

6Russ ell Phillip Shedd, Man in Community (Grand Rapids, Michigan:

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1964), p. 4, citing H. W. Robinson, "The
Hebrew Conception of Corporate Personality," !'!_erden und Wesen (Berlin,
1936)' p. l,g,
7 shedd, Man in Communi!y, p, 4.
8Ibid.
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is more than an atom cut off from his group; rather he as an
individual is such because he is part of the group from which
he emerges.9
Such a "person" (corporate identity) has the quality of being enduring
through time.

In that respect it is much like a corporation as opposed to

a private business in our own time.

When the owner of a private business

dies, the business is sold or otherwise lost.

Whatever identity, plans,

or policies it may have had die with the owner.

The corporation, in con-

trast, endures beyond the passing of individual members.

When the presi-

dent of the corporation dies, a new president is elected and business goes
on with hardly a pause in production.
of the Old Testament.

So also with the corporate person

Like the corporation, the solidified unit endures

through time.
The corporate person also retains the identity given to it by its
founder or spokesman.
this idea.

Again the corporation might provide the sense of

The founder of the corporation is the pace-setter or the pro-

vider-for-all-time of the philosophy of the organization.

The founder of

a given corporation might have as his objective the provision of quality
material with prompt and courteous service.
the charter for the company.

This philosophy then becomes

It regulates the hiring of employees and

the conduct of the business in general.

To be associated with this

is to be recognized instantly as a person of high calibre.

c~npany

A good reputa-

tion is granted automatically with association with the reputable corporation.

So it was in the Old Testament with Adam as its corporate head.

9Ibid. , p. 5.

7
Adam, being the initiator and spokesman for man, set the pace for the
entire succession of creation.

The "Body of Adam" was a "body of death."

All who followed Adam were consequently known by sin and corruption.

It

was impossible for the individual to reverse the trend set by Adam.

More

discouraging still was the fact that it was impossible to protect oneaelf
from inclination to sin.

Shedd commented that, since the time of Adam's

revolt, an inclination toward rebellion had flowed through the body of
man as blood flows through our veins, 10
a natural part of man.

Rebellion against God had become

Regardless of personal affirmation or lack of

affirmation of the. original sin of Adam, man continued to take. part in the.
act of Adam through his constant propensity to sin.
From hindsight it seems that this propensity to sin was the. effect
of a corrupted

~nvironme.nt.

We. are.

those. around us live. and act.
ence. on conduct.

natura~ly

inclined to live. and act as

Group pressure has a quite. serious influ-

Yet while this seems to be. the logical analysis from

our side. of the. study with our understanding of the social sciences, this
was not the view of Paul.

Paul believed that sin and its effects were

qualities which were inherited.
Yet belief that the sense of sin was inherited did not, in the.
mind of Paul, release anyone. from personal responsibility for sin.

Being

part of the corporate Adam meant sharing fully in the. act of Adam with
full responsibility for the. act.ll

10 Ibid., pp. 118-124, presents a treatment of the. organic features
of identification with Adam.
llrbid., p. 109; Robin Scroggs, The. Last Adam (Philadelphia:
Fortress Pr;,;;, 1966), p. 72.
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Although all members shared fully in the act of their spokesman,
it must be noted that the spokesman was more than an arbit1:ary member of
the body and distinguishable from any other member of that body.

An act

of the spokesman, as spokesman, was more significant than an act of any
other member could be.

His acts, as leader,

all those represented by him.

the implied consent of

h~d

Any other member might have sinned and

affected the body, .but the act of a lesser member could more easily be
understood and dealt with as the act of a rebel within the group.

While

his actions affected the group and were therefore important, they certainly did not carry the significance accorded to those actions of the spokesman .1 2
The implications of incorporation into Adam were therefore these:
Through Adam creation lay in a state of weakness.

The whole of creation

was bound by a spell which drew it continually and irreversibly down.

The

force of the world was like that of a magnet drawing creation into evil
in spite of any efforts to do what was right and good.

Shedd says that man

in the old creation was affected in a two-fold manner.

Because of the

weakness of his own flesh he was unable to fulfill his responsibility to
God.

Compounded with this was his constant engulfment in a fallen creation

which rendered impossible any chance to rise above evil. 13

Hence derived

the need for a savior who would draw him out of this sinful existence in
the same way that Adam had thrust him into it.

This savior would need to

give him the new lease on life which he could not acquire on his own.

12 Ibid., p. 110.
lJibid., p. 1.22.

He

9
would have to counter-balance the effects of the old aeon in order to
draw creation into a new setting which once again would make oneness with
God a possibility.

The Jews were waiting for such a new Adam.

Paul was

convinced that Christ was the fulfillment of that Old Testament expectation--the New Adam.

Therefore the description we have from Paul is one

of Christ as the perfect antithesis of the old Adam.
The Greek culture was a second source of influence on Paul's
thought and terminology concerning the "Body of Christ . 11

The Greek mind

separated man into two distinct parts--the body, in the sense of the flesh
part of his existence, and the more spiritual, intellectual part of the organism which, to the Greek, was that which belonged to the essential part
of his person.

Whereas the Hebrew thought of ma.n as an animated body (the

body in its entirety receiving the emphasis), the Greek saw the spirit as
distinct from the body.
man was ".!!.!!:!.~·"
ated.

The Greek term for the fleshy, mundane part of

The "sarx" was the part from which man sought to be liber-

The part of man that gave him life was his "pneuma, 11 his spirit.
The Greek had still another word to connote that which made up

the essence of the "person."

This word was soma.

the person was, the essence of his being.
with either the ~ or the pneuma.

The

~

Soma was that which
was never synonymous

It was rather the middle man (remi-

niscent of the ego of Freud's terminology) which was being influenced by
elements of the sarx or the pneuma.

It was oriented to either one or the

other of them as the person chose. 15

14 John A. T. Robinson, The Body, pp. 20-26.
15Ibid.
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When Paul spoke of the corporate body of man,
he used.

.!!.~

was the term

This was to indicate that it was the essence of the person that

was important.

To be identified with either Adam or Christ had nothing

to do with outward forms and characteristics.
tification with beliefs and lifestyle.

It concerned rather iden-

He made this clear in his refer-

ence to the passing of the distinction between Jew and Gentile, slave and
freeman.l 6
Paul made good use of the Greek concept of flesh and spirit to
develop his theology.
toward the

.!!.~·

He said that in the old aeon

the~

was oriented

This meant that the old aeon oriEmtation was toward the

corruption of the world.

With the coming of Christ, however, man's sights

were raised so that he began to orient himself toward the things of the
spirit, the pneuma.

The understanding of this usage is essential to the

realization of what our incorporation into Christ's body--Christ's person-really means.
It has been suggested that Paul also could have drawn on the Stoic
influence prevalent in this time for his use of body as a fitting way of
speaking of our union with Christ.

The Stoic philosophy as presented in

S. Hanson's sumnary is certainly consistent with Paul's body concept .
. . . In the Stoa the interest in unity is central. . . Cosmos
is conceived as
, a living being, an organic unity. The
world is a
, a body where the individual parts have grown
together ana-;~ffers with the other, so that they conjointly
form an organic unity. The factor creating unity in this universal organism is the
of the universe, which constitutes its essence, its law~~d its bondi and conjoins the
various parts of cosmos into a living unity. 7
16 1 Colossians 3:5-11.
1 7shedd , Man in Comnuni ty, p. 158, citing S. Hanson, The Unity
of the Church in the New Testament, p. 52.
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It is evident that Stoicism could easily have influenced Paul's notion of
the body of Christ.

The mention of the parts growing together to form a

unity vivified by spirit is essentially identical to that of the body described by Paul.
Reference to the unity of persons in a body can be found in still
other places outside Paul's writings.

Moffart suggests that I Corinthians

1.2:26 is not unlike the description found in Plato's B,epublic.
The best ordered polity resembles the individual. For example,
if one of our fingers is hurt the entire community of the physical organism feels the pain as a whole, although it is only
the one part that suffers. So we say "a man has pain in his
finger."l8
It is, then, reasonable to speculate that the image of the body used by
Paul could have been familiar to the Corinthians.
The remaining source of possible influence on Paul was his personal conversion experience.

It has been suggested, owing to Paul's own

insistence on the significance of the experience, that there could have
been some direct input involved in the development of Paul's "body" concept.

Depending on one's interpretation of the nature of Paul's conver-

sian experience, one could accord a certain amount of creativity to the
Lord through Paul.

Christ is supposed to have addressed Paul with the

words, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me . . . ?
whom you are persecuting." (Acts 22:7-8)

I am Jesus of Nazareth

This is a clear indication that

Christ saw the body of Christians as being one with himself.

The ex per-

ience could provide a package understanding of Christ 1 s accomplishment of
incorporation of man into himself.

18 James Moffatt, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians
(New York: Harper and Row, 1938), p. 170, citing Plato's Republic, p. 462.
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On the other hand, it could have been an experience in which the
Lord drew Paul's background together and so made use of that which was
already part of Paul.

In view of the foregoing indications that the language

formulations used by Paul do not appear to be new, the latter thesis seems
the more reasonable choice.

II,

EX'fRACT OF PAULINE "BODY OF CHRIST" THOUGHT

An attempt will now be made to summarize Paul's beliefs concerning
the Body of Christ as gleaned from the evidence of his total experience.
From there it is more easy to understand his experience a.t Corinth.
Central to Paul's theology was the belief that Christ was the
New Adam.
ment.

The New Testament was to be a direct parallel to the Old Testa-

While the same persons were to be involved--that is, all of mankind,--

and the same concerns of life were to be dealt with, there would be a radical transformation of both.

Christ had replaced the orientation toward

corruption with an orientation toward positive concern; he had replaced
the orientation toward law with a focus on love; he had replaced an inclination toward fatalism with a belief that life was good.

As much as

Adam had been a sign of despair to his people, Christ was the rallying
point of hope-filled existence.
by making himself its core.l9

Christ completely redeemed the old system
One specific feature of the old aeon mora-

lity was its tendency to individualize men.

By birth into Adam all men

were united in death--a union which hardly drew them together.
system had taught that one was doomed as part of the community.

The old
The only

way out of doom, if one existed, was to individually become righteous-to follow the law and put oneself above the community.

Paul asserted that

19John A. T. Robinson, The Body, p. 80; Robin Scroggs, The Last
Adam, pp. 110-111.

13

14
there was now no reason to try to become separated from the community.
The community as a whole had been redeemed.

Therefore it was in having

a sense of solidarity with the new community that one experienced life.
Just as the Old Testament Hebrews shared in the promise of the corning of
the savior by being associated with the nation of God 1 s chosen people,
now God's newly chosen people shared in the blessings won by Christ by
being associated with his community.
This community of the saved was more than a society built around
Christ.

It was a body of people incorporated into the person of Christ--

a body characterized by its having one single spirit while being made up
of many diversified members.

The difficulty Paul experienced was not one

of people trying to perform different kinds of service.
trying to encourage this kind of diversity.

Paul was in fact

The problem was that people

interpreted oneness in Christ to mean uniformity of action.

They felt

that to be Christ meant to perform one type of action that epitomized
Christian activity.

They were quarrelling among themselves as to whose

talent possessed the fullest sense of Christ.

They were failing to realize

that no single activity alone could epitomize Christ.
poration of all that is good.

Christ is the incor-

One gift can no more totally encompass

Christ than one eye can be the fullness of the body.

The point, A. T.

Robinson says, is that there must be more than one member if there is to
be a body at all.20
There are two points of importance here.

First, all members have

individual talents which are important to the Body,

20John A. T. Robinson, The Boil, p. 59.

These talents are

15
varied.

Some are gifts of preaching, others of prophecy, others of simple

kindness.

All of these are important.

Comparison with the functioning of

a team helps to illustrate the sense of this.
is made up of various talents.

A winning basketball team

There must be a good coach who is able to

create plays and train the players to execute them effectively.

There

must be a team of healthy and talented players who are able to execute
the plays.

There must be enthusiastic cheerleaders and a good cheering

section to give support to the team.
team suffers.

Overlook any one of these and the

Without the coach the team hopes are destroyed.

But also

without the support of the cheering section, an element that is not always
recognized as being an important part of the team, the team's chances are
likewise jeopardized.
in the Body of Christ.

There is a similar need for all types of talents
There is need of prophets and teachers; and at the

same time there is need of the man who simply witnesses.

It was to this

point that Paul. was directing his words in I Corinthians 12:21-24.

The

man with the many or outwardly more spectacular talents must not look down
on the one with the smaller talent.

The small talent, too, is essential.

Likewise the man with the seemingly insignificant talent must believe that
this talent is necessary.

The effectively functioning body requires every

talent ,21
The second part of Paul 1 s point was that all the talents must be
directed toward the benefit of the entire body.
one spirit.

There are many gifts but

The focus is on the building up of the spirit.

The attitude

2 1Al.an Cole, The Body of Christ: A New Testament Image of the
Church (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1964), p. 46; Paul Minear,
Images of the Churc9: in_the New Testament (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1960), p. 192.
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that Paul is addressing by these words at Corinth is that of individualism-the seeking of one 1 s own ends in preference to those of the body.
of the team analogy it

~s

In terms

comparable to a coach wanting his team to win so

that his own career would be enhanced.

It is like a team player trying to

set personal records for himself regardless of the team so that his personal future possibilities are furthered.

In terms of Paul's focus on morality

it is the person whose focus is his own salvation, the person who seeks to
run up his own personal piety record without giving thought to the needs of
his brother; or worse, regarding his brother only because that regard counts
on his own record.

Paul was trying to impress upon his listeners that there

no longer could be detached Christian activity.
body accomplished affected each other member.

What each member of the
When one member of the Body

suffered, all suffered. 22
Through all this Paul. was saying that the individual's thought of
self must fade into the background.

To the extent that the person is com-

munity oriented, his awareness of self-interest is diminished.
team analogy portrays the idea well.

During the course of the game indi-

vidual personalities on the well-coordinated team are blurred.
is on team success.

Again the

The focus

The coach sends in special plays as they are needed

without thinking about the personal glory that will be accorded him if
the plays are successful.

Team players work as a unit to score team points

and maintain a solid defence.

The fans are totally absorbed in the game

and, in spirit, are down on the court with the team.

The point here is

that while many individual talents are at work, the individual personalities

22 Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament, pp. 190-192;
John A. T. Robinson, The Bo~, pp. 59-60.
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are not consciously recognized during the course of the game.

The team

individuals with their individual talents are totally merged into one unit.
And yet the coach still does the coaching, cheerleaders lead the cheers,
and each of the other components add their respective contributions toward
winning the game.

At all times during the game each particular talent

comes from a particular source.

Yet there is no thought given to how

much or in what way each person contributed.
as being possessed by the team.

Each talent is thought of

Each individual member of the team possess-

es the entire collection of talents because the results--the glory of the
win or the agony of defeat--are shared by all.

Paul Minear expressed this

idea of Paul's teaching at Corinth thus:
Every gift had been dispensed for the sake of producing the
common good. The thought of Paul was here focused not upon
the individual believers, but upon their separate gifts, services, and accomplishments (charismata, diakoniai, energata),

i.e., not upon a particular prophet but upon the work of the
Spirit in prophecy.23
The particular gift is not to be claimed for oneself because it is a gift
from the Spirit.

Because of its origin in the Spirit it is a gift to the

entire community which has been allotted to the individual to dispense
to the community.

All gifts and talents belong to the community--the

Body of Christ--and are merely under the stewardship of individuals.
The fore-going has dealt primarily with our relationship as members to the rest of the body.
ship as a body to Christ?"
sorbed into it?
way

The question now is, ''What is our relation-

Is Christ distinct from his Body or is he ab-

Ernst Kasemann definitely asserts that Christ is in no

absorbed into the Body.

He says that we do not start with a collective

23Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament, p. 191.
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which needs a source of unity and therefore looks to Christ.
is the starting point and all creation rallies around him.

Christ, rather,
Using the term

"church" to refer to the Body, he says, "Christ is there before the church
and he is not absorbed into that church.
the counterpart of his members ." 24

As creator and judge, he remains

Kasemann says that statements cJ.aiming

that Christ 1 s body is simply the body of those who believe in him are unacceptable because they fail to recognize Christ as the source and end product of the Body.

The danger of Kasemann' s approach is that it tends to

diminish the place of the members of the Body of Christ.

It suggests that

the body of Christ is complete even without the incorporation of those who
believe in Christ.

Paul Minear presents a picture of Christ as head in

the sense of "his status as first principle, first born, as primal image,
as the source and goal of all things, .

"

He is the "All in All" from

whom the body takes its lead. 25
John A. T. Robinson goes further.
of Christ with the risen form of Christ.
dually but rose corporately.

He seems to identify the Body
Christ lived and died indivi-

He declares, "The appearance on which Paul's

whole faith and apostleship was founded was the revelation of the resurrection Body of Christ, not as an individual, but as the Christian community. " 26

Robinson 1 s position has been widely criticized as going far be-

yond the intentions of Paul.

Most scholars are reluctant to allow the

position of Christ as "head" to be compromised.

Yet Robinson would not

24Ernst Kasemann, Perspectives on Paul (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1971), pp. 116-117.
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consider his position a compromise of Christ at all.
doing, rather, is elevating mankind.

What Robinson is

Christ does not become less; man be-

comes more.

There are various other exponents of the belief in the realism of
incorporation into the Body of Christ.

Canon Cerfaux affirms that in using

the words "Christ" and "Body of Christ" Paul never speaks of a pneumatic
or mystical Christ but always of the real historic person who rose from
the tomb and ascended into heaven.

Christians do not form a mystical

Christ, but rather belong to the real organism of his risen person. 2 7
\

Pere Benoit, too, after shifting views several times, has asserted that
the Body of Christ is not a supra-natural personal collectivity but the
full organism of the animated body-person who now reigns gloriously in
heaven. 28
The difficulty we are struggling with here is the understanding
of the idea of identification.

Surely i t is difficult to believe that we

could become one with Christ to the extent that our mannerisms could be
expected to be identical with those of the historical Christ.

Yet this

is not what is important to the make-up of the essential person.

What

lies at the core of personhood ;ts that which the person lives, exemplifies,
and simply

_!~.

To think in terms of identification with Christ in that

sense should not cause serious difficulties.
The focal question then becomes our initial question:

What did

2 7Lucien Cerfaux, The Churcll in the Theology of St. Paul, trans.
by Geoffrey Webb (New York: Herder and Herder, 1959), p. 269.

Z8p~re Benoit, ''Corps, Tete et Plerome dans les epitres de la
Capitivite," Revue Benedictin"': 63 (1959), p. 7, 9-10.
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Paul understand by his use of the term "body"?

An excellent response to

this question is given by Barnabas Ahern.
It would not be right to press Paul with this query for the
simple reason that his thought here rises eminently above our
thought and includes formalities which our thought patterns
differentiate. He knows and has said clearly that every
Christian is united really and corporally to the risen Body
of Christ. Concentrating on this thought of the allness and
uniqueness of Christ, he has nothing left to say except that
all Christians together must be the Body of Christ. How this
is possible is not his concern at this point.29
Letting the various opinions regarding the ontological make-up of
the Body be reconciled for the time, it may be well to treat the nature
of the outward expression of the Body.
with the Body of Christ?

Is the "Church" to be identified

For Paul this question never presented itself

as such since the Church was not organized in the sense that it is now.
Therefore we must qualify the question by defining the term "Church."
If we regard "Church" as meaning that which we have already described as
the Body, then obviously the two are co-extensive.

If, on the other hand,

we regard the Church as an organization which simply maintains the spirit
of Christ .and gives order to the actions of men while remaining somewhat
independent of the person of Christ, we cannot identify the Church with
the Body of Christ as described by Paul.
Christians.

It is then rather a body of

Its purpose is then to function as an aid to the members of

the Body of Christ more fully to self-actualize that which they are.
One point must be made clear.

The formation of the Body is not

to be conceived of as the formation of a super society.

Paul Minear asserts

2 9Barnabas Ahern, "The Christian Union with the Body of Christ in
Corinthians, Galatians, Romans," Catholic Biblical QuarteE!J>: 23, 1961,
p. 204.

this clearly.
This trans formation did not take the form of giving to one human institution the position of dominance over all its competitors. The
form of the body was the form of a servant whose task was that of
proclaiming the reconciliation of all men to God and thus of freeing them from their allegianc.e to the "elemental spirits" whose
tyranny was covertly channeled through the nationalisms, racial isms,
and particularisms of existing societies.30
The Body of Christ, far from replacing an old society, supersedes the
idea of society and its bent toward exclusiveness.
oriented toward inclusiveness.

The Body of Christ is

It has as its goal the assimilation of

all men.
'rhe function of the Body of Christ, then, is to self-actualize-to become fully Christ.

Whether we perceive ourselves to be one with

the essence of Christ, or to be possessed by his spirit, our objective
must be to conform ever more completely to the spirit of Christ.
much is stated explicitly by Paul in Ephesians.

This

"Instead, by speaking

the truth in the spirit of love, we must grow up in every way to Christ,
who is the head. (Ephesians 4:15)
ence.

Christ is to be the core of our exist-

He constitutes the form of the Body.

Christ become a reflection of his Body.
way altered; it is merely magnified.
comes

Those who express faith in

The essence of the Body is in no

Building up the Body of Christ be-

a matter of making more visible to the world the essence of Christ. 31
Witness to the world and its consequent building up of the Body

is accomplished in two ways.

Those who are already members of the Body

become more perfect reflections of Christ through their daily exposure

3

~inear, Jmages of the Church in the New Testament, p. 211; see
also John A, T. Robinson, The Body, p o. 50.
31Ibid., pp. 212-213.
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to other members of Christ.
faith in each other.

They act upon one another and build up the

Weaker members are encouraged through the constant

support of other members.

32

The second way the Body is built up is through its witness to
those not yet in the Body.
deemed.

In Christ's resurrection, all creation was re-

The Body of Christ will be completely fulfilled only when all men

and all creation reflect the risen Body of Christ.
The source of nourishment of the Body is the Eucharist.

Members

build up their strength to witness by celebrating their unity in Christ.
They share the one bread and thereby express their oneness in Christ.

Yet

the sharing of the bread is more than simply an expression of unity or
fellowship.

This would be the case if the bread were simply bread.

bread of the Eucharist, however, signifies the Body of Christ.
of the Body is to partake of Christ 1 s person.
other in Christ.

The

To partake

It joins persons to each

III.

PAUL AT CORINTH

The circumstances surrounding Paul's statements can only be fully
understood in terms of the situation to which Paul was speaking.
eminently practical.

Paul is

Ernst Kasemann in fact points out that the motif of

the Body of Christ arises only in paranaetic contexts,33

Our attention

will, therefore, be turned to the situation at Corinth to which Paul was
addressing his comments about the Body.
The circumstance which gave rise to Paul's explication of his
"body of Christ" theology was the lack of unity as Christians of the
Corinthians.

They had divided themselves into factions, each choosing a

particular apostle as their spokesman.

The more educated had been attract-

ed to the style and eloquence of Apol.los.

Peter had a following among the

Jewish Christians who originated in Palestine.
champion of the common man and the poor.34
the champion of any faction.

Paul was heralded as the

But Paul did not wish to be

He proclaimed that these Corinthians, by

dividing themselves up into separatist groups were re-instituting the very
thing that Christ had come to abolish.

Christ had said that there was no

longer to be classifications such as Jew and Gentile, slave and freeman.
All men who believed were now on equal footing before Christ.

Identifica-

33K~semann, Perspectives on Paul, p. 116.
3 4Richard Kugelman, "The First Letter to the Corinthians," The
Jerusalem Biblical Commentarr, Volume II, ed. by Raymond Brown, Joseph
Fitzmyer, Roland Murphy (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall,
Inc., 1968), p. 256.
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cation with one or another of the apostles could only be divisive.
all, Paul says, "Was it Paul who died on the cross for you?

After

Were you bap-

tized as Paul's disciples?" (1:13)
The second specific instance involving a threat to the unity of
the Christian body was the sharing in the sacrificial meal in the temple
of the idols.

Paul's concern was two-pronged.

The obvious point of oppo-

si tion was the contradiction involved in taking communion with believers
in idols.

Communion connoted oneness with those sharing the meal.

Christ-

ians could not be fully incorporated into Christ while also sharing in the
service of the pagan gods.

Paul urges communion with the Body of Christ

alone.
Because there is the one bread, all of us, though many, are
one body: for we all share the same loaf . . . . You cannot
drink from the Lord 1 s cup and also from the cup of demons;
you cannot eat at the Lord 1 s table and also at the table of
demons. (10:16-17, 21)
The second source of Paul's concern dealt with the scandal that
might result from the eating of meat sacrificed to idols.

While he ack-

nowledged that eating the meat per se was not wrong for Christians who
did not believe in the idols, Paul urged his listeners to abstain from
doing so in cases where their intentions might be misread.

If fellow

Christians mistook the eating of this meat to be giving honor to idols,
it should be avoided in order not to give scandal to them.

Christian

charity rather than the issue of idolatry was of concern here. 35
One of the most dramatic instances of disunity.was that involving
the very setting of supposed unity.

The Eucharist was the action in which

35rbid., p. 269; also Minear, Images of the Church in the New
Testament, p. 183.
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Christians were gathered together to celebrate their union with each other
in Christ.

In actuality it had become the antithesis of this intent.

The

Eucharist had been organized around a fellowship meal to which the various
members of the group would bring whatever they could to share with the rest
of the body.

Naturally the more wealthy members were able to provide bet-

ter provisions than the poor.

In addition, the more wealthy were able to
'

come earlier to the celebrations while the working class were detained by
their work duties.

The result was separation at the table of fellowship.

The wealthy went ahead with their meal before the poor were able to arrive.
By the time they did arrive the banquet was over and they were forced to
go hungry. 36

Paul took this occasion to expound his Eucharistic teaching.

He said,
If anyone eats the Lord's bread or drinks from his cup in an
improper manner, he is guilty of sin against the Lord 1 s body
and blood. (11:17)
Further on he says,

Everyone should examine himself, therefore, and with this attitude eat the bread and drink from the cup. For if he does not
recognize the meaning of the Lord 1 s body when he eats the bread
and drinks from the cup, he brings judgment on himself as he
eats and drinks. (11:27-29)
This passage has often been misunderstood to mean that those eat and drink
unworthily who fail to understand that the elements of the bread and wine
are transformed into the body and blood of Christ.

Moffatt asserts that,

in view of the setting, this cannot be the meaning of the passage.

What

Paul is saying, rather, is that one cannot think himself to be part of the
Body of Christ if he does not recognizeall the members of the Body.

Being

36 Moffatt, The First Epistle of_Paul. to the Corinthians, p. 172;
Minear, ~~s of the Church in the New Testament, p. 186.

26
a member of the Body concerns relationship with other men, not simply a
personal relationship with Christ.

The sacrilege involved in desecrating

the Body, says Moffatt, is the dishonor done to the members of the Body.
Those who approach the table of fellowship with quarreling and selfishness
desecrate the Body.

These are the hypocrites .37

From here Paul goes on to attack the competition involved in the
possession of the gifts of the Spirit.

These gifts were intended to be

used for the benefit of the entire community.

As it turned out they were

being used to glorify the particular person who possessed them and to
humble those who did not.

Paul made it clear here that the gifts were the

property of the entire community.

There were many members but one Spirit.

He was addressing both those who had the gifts of the spirit and those
whose gifts were more subtle.

He admonished those boasting of their gifts

for holding them over those who did not.

He urged those who felt put

down to recognize the gifts they had and to be proud of them. 38
So then the eye cannot say to the hand, 1 I don 1 t need you! 1
Nor can the head say to the feet, 'Well, I don't need you!'
On the contrary; we cannot get along without the parts of
the body that seem to be weaker, and those parts that we
think aren't worth very much are the ones which we treat
with greater care; while the parts of the body which don't
look very nice receive special attention, which the more
beautiful parts of our body do not need. (12:21-25)

--------37 Ibid.

3 8Margaret Thrall, The First and Second Letters to the Gorinthians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), pp. 86-90.

IV.

OTHER PAULINE REFERENCES TO "BODY OF CHRIST"

There are references in others of Paul's writings which develop
further the concept of the Body of Christ and provide further clarification of Paul's understanding.

These instances are found in Romans,

Ephesians, and Colossians.39
The significant reference in Romans is 12:4-8.

Here Paul re-

iterates his assertion that "all of us, in union with Christ form one
body, and as parts of it we belong to each other." (v. 6)

Each must do

his share in accordance with the faith that God has given him.
If your gift is prophecy, then use it as your faith suggests;
if administration, then use it for administration; if teaching, then use it for teaching. Let the preachers deliver sermons, the almsgivers give freely, the officials be diligent,
and those who do works of mercy do them cheerfully. (vs. 7 -8)
Colossians 1:18-23 deals with the feeling prominent at the time
that all creation was under the influence and manipulative control of the
cosmos. 40

Men felt incapable of coping with this power.

Paul's answer

to this is that whatever control may have been exercised by the cosmos
has been taken over by Christ.
39 It should be noted that there is divided op1n1on as to whether
Ephesians and Colossians actually come from the hand of Paul, but whether
they do or not, they are very much in line with the thought of Paul as
expressed in his other writings.
L>D.:rheological Dictionary of the Bible, Vol. VII, ed. by Gerhard
Friedrich (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1971),
pp. 1074-75.
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It
by
on
of

pleased God to make absolute fullness reside in him and,
means of him, to reconcile everything in his person, both
earth and in the heavens, making peace through the blood
his cross. (1:19-20)

In this new body all life is renewed under the headship and control of
Christ.
In Colossians 3:5-11 Paul describes the conduct befitting men of
the new creation.

He tells his listeners to put off lies and hatreds

and become new men as is befitting men of the new age.

Then he reminds

them of one of the key characteristics of men in the new age.
united as in one body.

They are

All outward distinctions have been done away with.

"There is no Greek or Jew here, circumcised or uncircumcised, foreigner,
Scythian, slave, or freeman.

Rather, Christ is everything in all of

you." (v. 11)
Ephesians 2:11-22 is an exhortation to the Ephesians to recognize
that they are members of God's people as fully as the Jews.

The reason

for this is that the restrictions of the old laws have been surpassed in
the new age.

Now all law has been superseded by the Body of Christ.

Liv-

ing in him eliminates the need for external law.
It is he who is our peace, and who made the two of us one
by breaking down the barrier of hostility that kept us apart.
In his own flesh he abolished the law with its commands and
precepts to create in himself one new man from us who had been
two and to make peacf',. . . (vs. 14-15)
Ephesians 4:1-16 serves as a fitting summary and conclusion of
Paul's, thoughts on the unity of the Body of Christ.
to preserve the unity given by the Spirit:

He urges his listeners

"There is but one body and

one Spirit, just as there is but one hope given all of you by your call."
(v. 4)

He speaks of Christ's descent to the lower depths and his subse-

quent rising to redeem the world from the powers of the cosmos:

29
"He who descended is the very one who ascended high above the heavens,
that he might fill all men with his gifts." (v. 10)

Verses 11 and 12

speak of the individual gifts given to men, and tell of the reason for
their being given.

"It is he who gave apostles, prophets, evangelists,

pastors and teachers in roles of service for the faithful to build up the
body of Christ,

JJ

The final result will be that all men grow into

the mature body of Christ.

V.

CONCLUSION

As stated at the beginning, the intent of this study was to investigate the meaning of Paul's use of the term "Body of Christ . 11

It is

evident throughout Paul's writings that he believes that such a Body
must be conceived of as a living, dynamic organism.

To be the Body of

Christ is to live Christ corporately with all the limbs of Christ.

Cla-

rifications and classifications beyond this are, all in all, not essential to this living understanding of the Body.

Paul's exhortation here

to the members of the Body of Christ at Ephesus is very dynamically uncomplicated, and serves as a fitting synopsis of his teaching.

He says:

Let us, then, be children no longer, tossed here and there,
carried about by every wind of doctrine that originates in
human trickery and skill in proposing error. Rather, let us
profess the truth in love and grow to the full. maturity of
Christ the Head. Through him the whole body grows, and with
the proper functioning of the members joined firmly together
by each supporting ligament, builds itself up in love.
(Ephesians 4:11•-16)
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